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Abstract
The principal object of this paper is to study the effects of extremist
propensity, exposure to extremist moral settings and their interaction
effect on political violence in sub groups by gender and immigrant
background. The situational action theory, as outlined by Wikström is
used as a framework. Although previous studies have found empirical
evidence for this interaction effect in the light of general offending, no
study so far has applied SAT to the study of violent extremism. In doing
so, we will also address the stability of the interaction effect by gender
and immigrant background. The present study is based on a large web
survey on self-reported political violence as a measure for violent
extremism. Strong support is found for the hypothesis that the effect of
exposure to violent extremist moral settings is depending on the strength
or weakness of individual violent extremist propensity. This indicates that
exposure to violent extremist moral settings has the strongest effect on
political violence for individuals with a high propensity to violent
extremism. These results imply that SAT can be used to as a framework
to explain individual violent extremism. This pattern is found for boys
and girls of both native (Belgian) and immigrant background.
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Introduction 
Any act—delinquent or otherwise—depends on “something about the actor,” that is, 
something about his values, his goals, his interests, his temperament or, speaking 
inclusively, his personality, and it depends also on “something about the situation” 
in which he finds himself.  Change either actor or situation and you get a different 
act/…/delinquent acts always depend on appropriate combinations of actor and 
situation… 
     — Albert K.  Cohen and James F.  Short Jr.1 
 
The Situational Action Theory (SAT) is a general theory of offending, aimed at 
providing fundamental insights in the causal processes leading to acts of crime, 
or more generally, moral rule breaking.2  It is formulated as an ‘action theory’, or 
an abstract account of what moves people to action in certain circumstances or 
situations.  Action theory has its roots in the sociological writings of James 
Coleman, Raymond Boudon and more recently analytical sociologists such as 
Peter Hedström.3  Action theorists consider individuals as reasonable causal 
actors.  For instance, action theorists assume that humans have agency.  In 
criminology, action theories explain why people commit acts of rule breaking.  
More specifically, SAT defines crime as acts of rule breaking, stated in law.  While 
the definitional aspect of crime has been studied as a separate research topic, as 
the content of crime differs from time to time and from society to society, SAT 
takes the standpoint that the process of rule breaking may be similar.  
Committing an act of crime is committing an act that is prohibited by law.  The 
only issue all different crimes have in common is the fact that they are prohibited.  
While mala in se may be rather stable in time, this is less the case for mala 
prohibita.  The present article presents and applies this newly developed theory 
in the field of political violence/violent extremism/terrorism studies. 
 
Aetiological research however, is concerned with a key question: why do people 
abide by the law and do not break rules, knowing that a sanction may be a 
possible consequence.  Aetiological theory is thus restricted to explaining the key 
mechanisms involved in the deliberate and habitual violation of rules.  SAT is an 
integrated theory that is developed in this domain of criminology.  As such SAT 
combines contextual and individual theories into one situational framework that 
explains why people actually commit acts of crime in a given situation.  The 
situational part of SAT explains how person - moral environment interactions 
bring about crime as an action alternative.  The developmental part of SAT 
explains how people develop criminal propensities and how people tend to be 
become exposed to criminogenic moral settings.  The developmental model treats 
                                                        
1 A.K. Cohen and J.F. Short, “Juvenile Delinquency,” in R.K. Merton and R.A. Nisbet (eds.), 
Contemporary Social Problems (New York: Hartcourt Brace & World., 1961). 
2 Wikström, P.H., et al., Breaking Rules: The Social and Situational Dynamics of Young People's 
Urban Crime (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012); P.H. Wikström, “Crime as Alternative: 
Towards a Cross-Level Situational Action Theory of Crime Causation,” in J. Mc Coard (ed.) Beyond 
Empiricism: Institutions and Intenetions in the Study of Crime (New Burnswick: Transaction, 
2004). 
3 P. Hedström and R. Swedberg (eds.) Social mechanisms: An analytical approach to social theory 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press: 1998); Hedström, P., Dissecting the social: On the 
principles of analytical sociology (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press: 2005); R. Boudon, 
“Social mechanisms without black boxes,” in P. Hedström and Swedberg, R. (eds.) Social 
mechanisms: An analytical approach to social theory (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press: 
1998):172; Coleman, James S., Foundations of social theory (Harvard University Press: 1994). 
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what criminologists call the “causes of the causes” of rule breaking while the 
situational model explains the more direct situational causes of offending.  SAT is 
a mechanisms-based action theory, meaning that it is interested in advancing our 
knowledge of how causes bring about action.  Recent studies of adolescent 
offending offered empirical evidence for important elements of the theory.4  As 
SAT is a general theory of crime, an interesting question is the level of 
applicability to other types of crime, in casu political violence.   
 
Wikström developed SAT as an answer to problems of causation and explanation 
in the search for causes of crime.5  Wikström argued that many contemporary 
criminological theories suffer from a poor understanding of causal mechanisms 
and a lack of integration of levels of explanation.6  As a consequence little is 
known about the actual causes of crime in contrast with the endless number of 
crime correlates.  This contrast is due to a lack of general theories of action that 
integrate levels of explanation and assess both individual and environmental 
factors and their interaction as potential causes of offending.7  In adapting a 
general framework of action-oriented theory, Wikström argues that behavior of 
individuals should be seen as a consequence of the behavioral options that they 
perceive and the actual choices that they make.  Those behavioral options are not 
chosen in a vacuum, they are a consequence of the interaction between individual 
moral attitudes and the social milieus to which actors belong.  Individual 
characteristics and characteristics of social settings act as direct causes of actions 
that are undertaken, but only if they influence the perception of behavioral 
alternatives and/or processes of decision-making.  Those factors that in turn 
influence individual and environmental causal factors can be seen as indirect 
causes or as ‘causes of the causes’. 
 
We submit the thesis that criminology (or at least that segment that aims at 
explaining the aetiology of law breaking) and studies into violent extremism and 
terrorism suffer from similar problems.  Although a lot of research has been 
conducted into violent extremism, the domain is still lacking overarching 
theoretical frameworks.8  Wikström and Bouhana argue that, “Although a lot is 
                                                        
4 P.H. Wikström et al., Breaking Rules: The Social and Situational Dynamics of Young People's 
Urban Crime; Wikström, P.H. and D.H. Butterworth, Adolescent Crime: Individual Differences and 
Lifestyles (Willan Publishing, 2006); O. Antonaccio and C. R. Tittle, “Morality, Self-Control, and 
Crime,” Criminology 46 (2008): 479-510; R. Svensson and D. Oberwittler, “It's Not the Time They 
Spend, It's What They Do. The Interaction Between Delinquent Friends and Unstructured Routine 
Activity on Delinquency: Findings from Two Countries,” Journal of Criminal Justice 38:5 (2010): 
1006-14; P.O. Wikström et al., “Activity Fields and the Dynamics of Crime,” Journal of Quantitative 
Criminology 26:1 (2010): 55-87; P.-O. H. Wikström, “Crime Propensity, Criminogenic Exposure 
and Crime Involvement in Early to Mid Adolescence,” Monatsschrift für Kriminologie und 
Strafrechtsreform 92(2009): 253-66; P.-O. H. Wikström and R. Svensson, “Why Are English 
Youths More Violent Than Swedish Youths? A Comparative Study of the Role of Crime Propensity, 
Lifestyles and Their Interactions,” European Journal of Criminology 5 (2008): 309-30. 
5 Wikström, “Crime as Alternative: Towards a Cross-Level Situational Action Theory of Crime 
Causation.” 
6 P.H. Wikström, “In Search of the Causes and Explanations of Crime,” in R.D.Wincup King, E 
(eds.), Doing Research on Crime and Justice (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007). 
7 Wikström, “Crime as Alternative: Towards a Cross-Level Situational Action Theory of Crime 
Causation”; Wikström, “In Search of the Causes and Explanations of Crime.” 
8 P.H. Wikström, “In Search of the Causes and Explanations of Crime,” in R.D.Wincup King, E 
(eds.), Doing Research on Crime and Justice (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007); K. 
Christmann, Preventing Religious Radicalisation and Violent Extremism. A Systematic Review of 
the Resarch Evidence (Youth Justice Board for England and Wales, 2012); R. Borum, 
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known about terrorism, one may feel as if little is understood.”9  When examining 
the segment of the literature trying to explain violent extremism, various risk 
factors that are related to violent extremism can indeed be found.10  However, 
this risk-factor approach is not capable of identifying the real causes, generating 
confusion.11  Wikström and Bouhana state that in order to explain violent 
extremism the current risk factor approach has to be replaced by an approach 
focusing on explanatory mechanisms that link background characteristic of 
violent extremism to the real causal factors.12  In other words, they propose to 
apply the framework of SAT to the explanation of violent extremism and 
consequently conceptualize acts of violent extremism as the result of the 
interaction between an individual and the environment.   
 
The philosophy of SAT can be applied to the explanation of violent extremism 
because one of the key assumptions of SAT, the definition of crime as ‘the 
breaking of moral rules as defined in the law’, can also be applied to violent 
extremism and more specifically to political violence as the behavioral 
component of violent extremism.13  When addressing violent extremism, there is 
some conceptual confusion on what exactly needs to be explained, since the 
differential interpretation of violent extremism prevents the establishment of a 
widely accepted definition.  Wikström already addressed the same problem in the 
explanation of crime.14  By defining acts of crime as a special form of moral 
action, namely as the breaching of moral rules as stated in criminal law, 
conceptual discussions can be circumvented.15  Using this definition, the 
explanation of crime lies in the question why individuals breach moral rules of 
                                                                                                                                                       
'Radicalisation into Violent Extremism I: A Review of Social Science Theories,' Journal of Strategic 
Security 4:4 (2011): 7-36. 
9 Bouhana, Noémie and P.H. Wikström, Theorizing Terrorism: Terrorism as Moral Action. A 
Scoping Study (London: University College London, 2008). 
10 Bjørgo, Tore, Racist and Right-Wing Violence in Scandinavia: Patterns, Perpetrators, and 
Responses (Oslo: Aschehoug, 1997); Horgan, John, The Psychology of Terrorism (Routledge, 
2004). 
11 Horgan, John, From Profiles to Pathways and Roots to Routes: Perspectives from Psychology on 
Radicalisation into Terrorism (Philadelphia: The American Academy of Political and Social 
Science, 2008); Randy Borum, “Radicalisation into Violent Extremism II: A Review of Conceptual 
Models and Empirical Research,” Journal of Strategic Security 4:4 (2011): 3. 
12 Bouhana and Wikström, Theorizing Terrorism: Terrorism as Moral Action. A Scoping Study.  
13 P. H. Wikström, 'Explaining Crime as Moral Actions,' in S. Hitlin and S. Vaisey (eds.), Handbook 
of the Sociology of Morality (Springer, 2010); “We Defined Violent Extremism as Consisting Both 
of an Attitudinal Component (Violent Extremist Attitudes) and a Behavioural Component (the Use 
of Political Violence). Violent Extremism Revolves around Political Views That Challenges the 
Status Quo and Oppose Mainstream Political Positions and Western Core Values. Violent 
Extremism Completely Denounces Any Form of Pluralism, Strongly Emphasizes (Dogmatic) 
Ideology and Uses Violent and Oppressive Methods to Achieve the Own Political Goals. Defined 
This Way; Extremism Leaves No Place for Diversity or Compromise. Violence Is Always Accepted as 
a Legitimate Means to Obtain and Hold on to Political Power, Which Manifest Itself in Ether 
Violent Attitudes, Violent Actions (Behavioural Component) or Both. See Alex P. Schmid, 
‘Radicalisation, De-Radicalisation, Counter-Radicalisation: A Conceptual Discussion and Literature 
Review,” ICC Research Paper (City: International Centre for Counter Terrorism, 2013). 
14 Wikström, “In Search of the Causes and Explanations of Crime”; What Crime Entails Is in Fact 
Dependent on a Political Decission and Thus Dependent of Time and Place. Moral Actions Are 
Guided by Moral Rules About What Is Right or Wrong to Do, or Not to Do, in Certain 
Circumstances. How Crime Differs from Other Actions That Break Moral Rules, Is That Crime 
Breaks Moral Rules That Are Stated in (Criminal) Law. 
15 Alex P. Schmid, “Radicalisation, De-Radicalisation, Counter-Radicalisation: A Conceptual 
Discussion and Literature Review,” International Centre for Counter-Terrorism-The Hague 
(March 27, 2013); Wikström, “Explaining Crime as Moral Actions.” 
Schils and Pauwels: Explaining Violent Extremism SAT Framework
Produced by The Berkeley Electronic Press, 2014
30 
 
which they know it is against the law to do so.  In other words, the focus rests on 
the breaking of the moral rule as defined in law, and not on the moral rule itself.  
What differs between types of crime is not the explanatory process but the 
content of the offence.   
 
The same may be true for politically and religiously motivated violence.  Although 
expressions of political violence differ, they are all violent in nature and violence 
refers to violations of the criminal law.16  Defining political violence this way has 
the advantage that all forms of political violence fall under the same umbrella, be 
it the throwing of rocks during a manifestation, the taking of hostages, or violent 
attacks.  Furthermore, studying violent extremism as a moral action solves the 
problem of conflicting perceptions and definitions on what constitutes violent 
extremism and what not.17  The focus lies on the explanation of the fact that a 
moral rule as defined in the law is breached, and not on the question whether or 
not the moral rule itself is valid/(im)moral or whether or not it is righteous to 
breach that rule.   
 
One key assumption derived from SAT is that, 1) the individual propensity to 
violent extremism and exposure to violent extremist settings can be seen as direct 
causes of political violence, and 2) the impact of exposure to violent extremist 
settings is contingent on the level of individual violent extremist propensity.  SAT 
further argues that this key pattern should be similar in males and females, non-
immigrants and immigrants.  Many samples are simply not large enough to test 
the stability of the person-environmental exposure interaction.  The present 
study therefore fills a gap in the existing empirical literature on political violence 
by explicitly testing the independent effects of extremist propensity and exposure 
to extremist moral settings and their interaction in sub groups by gender and 
immigrant background.  In other words, the present studies aims at testing a key 
proposition of SAT.  In the current paper, we put the implications of SAT 
regarding gender, immigrant and political violence to the test.  We investigate 
whether its core variables are similarly associated with political violence for 
Belgian and immigrant males and females, and whether the main and interactive 
effects of the independent variables hold in all sub groups. 
 
The effects of violent extremist propensity, exposure to violent extremist settings 
and their interaction on violent extremism will be assessed.  Although some 
previous studies found empirical evidence for this interaction in terms of general 
crime, no study so far, with exception of Pauwels et al., has applied SAT to the 
study of violent extremism.18  Furthermore, in doing so, this study also assesses 
                                                        
16 Bouhana and Wikström, Theorizing Terrorism: Terrorism as Moral Action. A Scoping Study. 
17 Borum, “Radicalisation into Violent Extremism I: A Review of Social Science Theories”; Mark 
Sedgwick, “The Concept of Radicalisation as a Source of Confusion,” Terrorism and Political 
Violence 22:4 (2010): 479-94; Schils, N., et al., Explaining and Understanding the Role of 
Exsposure to New Social Media on Violent Extremism. An Integrative Quantitative and 
Qualitative Approach (Gent: Belspo, 2014). 
18 P.-O. H. Wikström and R. Svensson, "Why Are English Youths More Violent Than Swedish 
Youths?"; Owen Gallupe and Stephen W. Baron, "Morality, Self-Control, Deterrence, and Drug Use: 
Street Youths and Situational Action Theory," Crime & Delinquency 60(2010): 284-305; Robert 
Svensson, Lieven Pauwels, and Frank M. Weerman, "Does the Effect of Self-Control on Adolescent 
Offending Vary by Level of Morality? A Test in Three Countries," Criminal Justice and Behaviour 
37:6 (2010): 732-43; Robert Svensson et al., "Moral Emotions and Offending: Do Feelings of 
Anticipated Shame and Guilt Mediate the Effect of Socialization on Offending?" European Journal 
of Criminology 10:1 (2013): 22-39; Per-Olof H. Wikström and Robert Svensson, "When Does Self-
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the question of how stable this interaction effect is by gender and immigration 
background, providing proof for the overall stability of SAT.  Although attributes 
can never be causes, they can be an indication of underlying causes explaining 
why members of a particular group seem more susceptible to violent extremism.  
In this respect it is interesting that young males are more often involved in 
violent extremism compared to young females.  On the other hand, female violent 
extremists become more and more visible.19  This raises the question whether the 
same explanatory mechanisms are at work for both groups.  Although some 
studies have addressed the motivations of both men and women to join violent 
extremist groups, to our knowledge only a few studies so far have (identified and) 
compared causal factors and mechanisms for men and women.20 
 
Situational Action Theory in a Nutshell 
As indicated above, the key arguments of SAT can also be applied to the 
explanation of violent extremism.  SAT consists of a series of key propositions.21  
First, the theory argues that crime is defined as: "an act of breaking a moral rule 
defined in criminal law.”22  Following SAT, we define violent extremism as the 
commission of acts of violence as a means to political or religious goals.  Second, 
Wikström argues that moral actions, including crime/political violence, are 
always the result of a perception-choice process based on the action alternatives a 
person perceives and the (moral) choice a person makes to carry out a specific 
action alternative.  People engage in political violence because they, 1) come to 
see such acts as viable action alternatives, and 2) make the (moral) choice 
                                                                                                                                                       
Control Matter? The Interaction between Morality and Self-Control in Crime Causation," European 
Journal of Criminology 7:5 (2010): 395-410; Robert Svensson and Lieven Pauwels, "Is a Risky 
Lifestyle Always 'Risky'? The Interaction between Individual Propensity and Lifestyle Risk in 
Adolescent Offending: A Test in Two Urban Samples," Crime & Delinquency 56:4 (2010): 608-26; 
Sutten, M.J., The Rising Importance of Women in Terrorism and the Need to Reform 
Counterterrorism Strategy' (Fort Leavenworth: United States Army and General Staff College, 
2009). 
19 Blee, K.M., Inside Organized Racism. Women in the Hate Movement (Berkeley: University of 
California Press., 2002). 
20 M. Bloom, "Bombshells: Women and Terror," Gender Issues 28:1 (2011): 1-21; M. Bloom, 
"Mother. Daughter. Sister. Bomber," Bulletin of Atomic Scientists 4(2005); Carrie Hamilton, "The 
Gender Politics of Political Violence: Women Armed Activists in Eta," Feminist Review 86:1 
(2007): 132-48; Randy Borum, "Radicalisation into Violent Extremism II..."; M. King and D. 
Taylor, M., "The Radicaliszation of Homegrown Jihadists: A Review of Theoretical Models and 
Social Psychological Evidence," Terrorism and Political Violence 23:4 (2011): 602-22; P.H. 
Wikström, "Why Crime Happens: A Situational Action Theory," in G. Manzo (ed.) Analytical 
Sociology: Actions and Networks (John Wiley & Sons, 2014). 
21 Bouhana and Wikström, Theorizing Terrorism: Terrorism as Moral Action. A Scoping Study; 
Wikström, P.H. and R.J. Sampson, The Explanation of Crime: Context, Mechanisms, and 
Development (Cambridge University Press Cambridge, 2006). 
22 Wikström, P.H., et al., Breaking Rules: The Social and Situational Dynamics of Young People's 
Urban Crime; P.-O. H. Wikström, "Crime Propensity, Criminogenic Exposure and Crime 
Involvement in Early to Mid Adolescence"; P. H. Wikström, “Explaining Crime as Moral Actions"; 
The Perception of Action Alternatives May Take Two Forms: Habitual (When a Person Routinely 
Either Takes the Opportunity to Commit an Offense or Refrains from It) or Deliberately (When a 
Person Actively Considers the Pros and Cons of an Offence). Whether or Not Individuals Act out of 
Habit or Not Depends on the Circumstances. The More Familiar They Are with a Situation the More 
Likely It Is They Will Act out of Habit. This Is True for the Vast Majority of Action Decisions. Only 
When One Encounters an Unfamiliar Situation, One Will Stop and Consciously Take into Account 
the Different Options before to Act. When People Do Choose Deliberately, Their Choices Further 
Depend on the Extent to Which They Are Able to Exercise Self-Control. See P. H. Wikström and K. 
Treiber, "The Role of Self-Control in Crime Causation Beyond Gottfredson and Hirschi's General 
Theory of Crime," European Journal of Criminology 4:2 (2007): 237-64. 
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(habitually or deliberately) to carry them out.23  So, acts of political violence are 
only possible when somebody is in a situation that offers temptations or 
provocations for violent extremism and when this person actually observes this 
opportunity and perceives it as a possible action.  The theory further posits that 
this perception-choice process is initiated and guided by relevant aspects of the 
individual/environment interaction, as is shown in Figure 1.  The likelihood that 
a person will commit political violence depends on his or her propensity towards 
violent extremism and its interplay with exposure to violent extremist settings.24 
This is the core argument of the SAT. 
 
Figure 1: Violent Extremism as the Result of the Interaction of 
Propensity and Exposure 
 
The construct of propensity is defined as the general tendency of persons to 
perceive and choose crime/political violence as a valid action alternative.  This is 
primarily determined by a person’s morality and secondarily by a person’s ability 
to exercise self-control.25  Personal morality refers to individual moral beliefs 
(how right or wrong it is to break a rule stated in law), backed up by emotions of 
shame and guilt that guide the individual’s action alternatives.  SAT argues that it 
is not one’s motives (either self-interest, rationality or altruistic), but one’s moral 
beliefs that guide the process of choice.26  If one’s moral beliefs are positively 
orientated toward violent extremism this person may come to see political 
violence as a viable alternative.  Self-control refers to the ability to act in 
accordance with the one’s own personal moral rules and emotions.  In SAT self-
control is defined as “the successful inhibition of a perceived action alternative 
or the interruption of a course of action that conflicts with an individual’s 
morality.”27   
 
                                                        
23 P.H. Wikström and K. Treiber, "The Role of Self-Control in Crime Causation Beyond Gottfredson 
and Hirschi's General Theory of Crime," European Journal of Criminology 4:2 (2007): 237-64. 
24 Bouhana and Wikström, Theorizing Terrorism: Terrorism as Moral Action. A Scoping Study; P. 
H. Wikström, “Explaining Crime as Moral Actions." 
25 Wikström and Butterworth, Adolescent Crime: Individual Differences and Lifestyles; Wikström, 
"Crime Propensity, Criminogenic Exposure and Crime Involvement in Early to Mid Adolescence"; 
Robert Svensson and Lieven Pauwels, "Is a Risky Lifestyle Always 'Risky'?; Motivation Remains 
Important to Provide an Incentive to Act, Not to Explain the Act in Itself. If There Is No Motivation 
to Achieve a Certain Goal, Even a Positive Match between the Individual and the Environment Will 
Not Lead to Action. The Perception-Choice Process Won’t Be Activated. 
26 Per-Olof H. Wikström and Robert Svensson, "When Does Self-Control Matter? The Interaction 
between Morality and Self-Control in Crime Causation," European Journal of Criminology 7:5 
(September 2010): 397 
27 P. H. Wikström, "Explaining Crime as Moral Actions," in S. Hitlin and S. Vaisey (eds.), Handbook 
of he Sociology of Morality (Berlin, Germany:Springer Science Business Media, LLC, 2010), 234. 
 
 
 
 
Moral 
context  
setting 
 
Moral context individual 
 
 High Propensity to 
violent extremism 
Low propensity to violent 
extremism 
High level of 
exposure 
Violent extremism ++ 
Violent extremism possible 
depending on the setting 
Low level of 
exposure 
Violent extremism + No violent extremism  
Journal of Strategic Security, Vol. 7, No. 3
https://scholarcommons.usf.edu/jss/vol7/iss3/3
DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.5038/1944-0472.7.3.2
33 
 
The construct of exposure can be characterized as the total time present in 
criminogenic/violent extremist settings or in other words, settings that are 
conducive to crime/political violence.  Exposure is a setting characteristic.  The 
level of exposure is determined by the amount of time spent in criminogenic 
moral settings.  Applied to the context of violent extremism, the context of 
exposure refers to the amount of time spent in extremist moral settings, which 
are settings in which the cultural transmission of extremist values is made 
possible.   
 
Two key principles in SAT specify the role of moral rules and controls in crime 
causation.  These principles are outlined below and made visible in Figure 2.   
 
(i) The principle of moral correspondence 
(ii) The principle of the conditional relevance of controls 
 
The principle of moral correspondence states that if a person is motivated to 
do X and there is a correspondence between his or her personal moral rules and 
the moral rules of the setting, (i) he or she is likely to do X if the corresponding 
moral rules encourage doing X, but (ii) unlikely to do X if the corresponding 
moral rules discourage doing X.  In these two cases of moral correspondence 
(either encouraging or discouraging X), controls are irrelevant for whether or not 
X will occur.  The principle of the conditional relevance of controls applies 
in cases where a person is motivated to do X but there is a discrepancy between 
the guidance by the personal moral rules and those rules of conduct that apply in 
a particular setting.  In such cases controls become causally relevant.  The two 
ideal typical situations are (i) when a person’s moral rules discourage doing X, 
but the moral rules dominant in the setting encourage doing X, in which case 
whether he or she will do X depends on his or her ability to exercise self-control 
and (ii) when a person’s moral rules encourage doing X, but the moral rules 
dominant in the setting discourage doing X, in which case whether he or she will 
do X depends on the effectiveness of deterrence measures in the setting. 
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Figure 1: The Key Principles of SAT.  Moral Correspondence and the 
Conditional Relevance of Controls28 
 
The basic arguments of SAT imply that the proximate determinants of violent 
extremism are (violent extremist) propensity, exposure (to violent extremist 
settings), and their interaction.  However, the theory recognizes that other 
variables may also be causally relevant.  These variables are supposed to operate 
indirectly, through their influence on propensity and exposure.  Therefore, they 
are characterized as ‘causes of the causes’ and should consequently be analyzed 
as such.  According to Wikström, relevant causes of the causes are social 
conditions or systemic factors, like inequality, segregation, poor social 
integration, and aspects of individual life histories, that can influence the 
development of a person’s propensity and a person’s exposure.29 Examples are 
neighborhood disadvantage, social integration, perceived discrimination, 
perceived alienation.  Key questions that concern the causes of the causes of 
violent extremism are 
 
• Why people have different violent extremist propensities (i.e., vary in 
their moral support for violent extremism and ability to exercise self-
control),  
• Why settings differ in their violent extremist features (i.e., in their 
extremist moral rules and their enforcements) and, crucially, 
• Why certain kinds of people are exposed to certain kinds of settings. 
 
                                                        
28 Wikström, "Explaining Crime as Moral Actions"; F.T. Cullen and P. Wilcox. The Sage 
Encyclopedia of Criminological Theory, Sage Publications Inc.  
29 Bouhana and Wikström, Theorizing Terrorism: Terrorism as Moral Action. A Scoping Study; 
Wikström, “Explaining Crime as Moral Actions.” 
 
Motivation 
(Goal-directed 
attention) 
Moral Filter 
(Rule-guidance as an outcome 
of the interplay between personal 
and setting moral rules, determines 
what alternatives are perceived) 
Controls 
(Managing  
conflicting 
rule-guidance) 
Action 
Tempted, 
provoked 
to do X 
Yes 
No 
Congruent 
Rule-Guidance 
Not X 
Conflicting 
Rule-Guidance 
Discourage X 
(no alternative) 
Encourage X 
Setting Rules 
Encourage, 
Person Rules 
Discourage X 
Person Rules 
Encourage, 
Setting Rules 
Discourage X 
Strong ability 
to Self-control 
Poor ability 
to Self-control 
Effective 
Deterrence 
Ineffective 
Deterrence 
 X 
Not X 
  X 
Not X 
  X 
Not X 
Journal of Strategic Security, Vol. 7, No. 3
https://scholarcommons.usf.edu/jss/vol7/iss3/3
DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.5038/1944-0472.7.3.2
35 
 
 
 
Two Key Problems in Survey Studies of Political Violence: Causation 
and Control Variables 
Two persisting problems exist in most contemporary studies of crime causation: 
that is (1) the problem of demonstratively establishing causation and (2) the use 
of statistical control variables.   
 
Inability to demonstrate causality 
The first problem is the inability to demonstrate causality in survey research.  
Although a regular association, and thus the ability to predict the occurrence of 
the event from the occurrence of an assumed cause, might be indicative of 
causation, there is far from any guarantee that this is the case.  The best way to 
empirically establish causation is through manipulation, that is, by 
demonstrating that if C (or cause) is manipulated in certain ways E (or event) will 
always change in predicted ways.  This can only be done through experimental 
designs.  The more times and ways in which we can manipulate C and 
demonstrate that E changes in predicted ways the more sure we can be that we 
are dealing with a causal process.  If it is a question of mere correlation, 
manipulating C will not produce changes in E because there is no causal process 
linking the (putative) ‘cause’ and ‘the effect’ that can be affected by our 
manipulations.  For example, if we destroy or manipulate a barometer (or all 
barometers in the entire world) this will have no effect on the weather conditions 
because the barometer readings do not cause weather conditions (they are merely 
correlated with them).  The present study does not claim to establish causation, 
but is instead interested in the regularity of a statistical pattern in four different 
samples.  More specifically we want to assess the stability of the interaction 
between propensity and exposure as the core variable of SAT in the explanation 
of violent extremism, by gender and immigrant background.   
 
The Use of Statistical Control Variables as Causes 
The second problem is the use of statistical control variables that can never be 
seen as causes of offending, but are mere covariates.  Statistical control is a 
statistical technique used to eliminate variance in dependent variables caused by 
extraneous sources.  In evaluation studies, statistical controls are often used to 
control for possible variation due to selection bias by adjusting data for program 
and control group on relevant characteristics.  Therefore, control variables are 
extraneous factors, possibly affecting an experiment, that are kept constant so as 
to minimize their effects on the outcome.  In studies of causes of offending, we 
usually rely on non-experimental designs, and use statistical controls as an 
alternative to the experimental design.  From that point of view, control of 
extraneous variables is often considered a necessary condition for establishing 
internal validity. 
 
Probably two of the most cited statistical control variables are gender and 
immigrant background, as time-invariant covariates of offending.  It is well 
established that males and immigrants commit more offences and more serious 
offences than females and natives in bivariate and multivariate studies of both 
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self-reported and officially recorded delinquency.30  One important task facing 
criminology is that of developing theoretical frameworks in which both gender 
and immigrant background differences may be understood and explained.  
Within SAT an explanation can be given for why gender and other attributes 
seem to be linked to action.31  First it is possible that boys and girls differ in their 
propensity towards a certain criminal action, second it is possible that they differ 
in their exposure to certain settings and third, it is possible that they differ in 
relevant causes of the causes.  For general offending, evidence exists to 
substantiate all three options.32  Further, it is often assumed that these results are 
                                                        
30 Loeber, Rolf and David P. Farrington, Serious and Violent Juvenile Offenders: Risk Factors and 
Successful Interventions (Thousand Oaks: Sage Publications, 1998); D. P. Mears, M. Ploeger and 
M. Warr, “Explaining the Gender Gap in Delinquency: Peer Influence and Moral Evaluations of 
Behaviour,” Journal of Research in Crime and Delinquency 35:3 (1998): 251-66. 
31 P.H. Wikström, “Does Everything Matter? Adressing the Problem of Causation and Explanation 
in the Study of Crime,” in J.M. Mc Gloin, C.J. Sullivan and L.W. Kennedy (eds.), When Crime 
Appears: The Role of Emergence (London: Routledge, 2011). 
32 R. Svensson, “Shame as a Consequence of the Parent-Child Relationship: A Study of Gender 
Differences in Juvenile Delinquency,” European Journal of Criminology 4 (2004): 477-504; S. 
Jaffee and J. S. Hyde, “Gender Differences in Moral Orientation: A Meta-Analysis,” Psychological 
Bulletin 126:5 (2000): 703; T. C. LaGrange and R. A. Silverman, “Low Self-Control and 
Opportunity: Testing the General Theory of Crime as an Explanation for Gender Differences in 
Delinquency,” Criminology 37:1 (1999): 41-72; C. L. Chapple, J. Vaske and T. L. Hope, “Sex 
Differences in the Causes of Self-Control: An Examination of Mediation, Moderation, and Gendered 
Etiologies,” Journal of Criminal Justice 38:6 (2010): 1122-31; J. A. Naglieri and J. Rojahn, “Gender 
Differences in Planning, Attention, Simultaneous, and Successive (Pass) Cognitive Processes and 
Achievement,” Journal of Educational Psychology 93:2 (2001): 430; P. O’Donnell et al., “Gender 
Differences in Monitoring and Deviant Peers as Predictors of Delinquent Behaviour among Low-
Income Urban African American Youth,” The Journal of Early Adolescence 32:3 (2012): 431-59; F. 
M. Weerman and M. Hoeve, “Peers and Delinquency among Girls and Boys: Are Sex Differences in 
Delinquency Explained by Peer Factors?” European Journal of Criminology 9:3 (2012): 228-44; 
Osgood, D. W., A. L. Anderson and J. N. Shaffer, Unstructured Leisure in the after-School Hours. 
Organized Activities as Contexts of Development: Extracurricular Activities, after-School and 
Community Programs, (Oxford: Psychology Press, 2005), 45-64; Junger-Tas, J., et al., 
Achtergronden Van Jeugddelinquentie En Middelengebruik (Utrecht: Verwey-Jonker Instituut, 
2008); B. S. Blackwell and A. R. Piquero, “On the Relationships between Gender, Power Control, 
Self-Control, and Crime,” Journal of Criminal Justice 33 (2004): 1-17; Karen Heimer, Stacy De 
Coster and Halime Unal, “Opening the Black Box: The Social Psychology of Gender and 
Delinquency,” Sociology of Crime Law and Deviance 7 (2006): 109-35. 
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a consequence of the differences in the socialization of males and females.33  The 
same reasoning can be applied to other attributes, like immigrant background.34 
 
The problem with the common practice of including these kind of attributes as 
predictors is that they may confuse our search for causes and explanation of 
crime, and even more worryingly, they may give the impression that, for example, 
the fact that someone is male or black could be a cause of their crime 
involvement.  SAT strongly opposes the idea that such (social demographic) 
background characteristics can ever be causes of behaviour.  Empirical research 
by Wikström clearly showed that these kinds of characteristics do not contribute 
to the explanation of action.35  Instead, they must be understood as attributes, 
that correlate with offending but logically speaking can’t be causes.36 They are 
either factors that correlate with the outcome (symptoms) or factors that 
correlate with the causes of this outcome (markers).   
 
These findings do not mean that characteristics or experiences that are relevant 
in violent extremism causation might not be more prevalent, for example, 
amongst males (such as, for example, poor ability to exercise self-control) but the 
point is that it is these characteristics or experiences that we should focus on as 
causal factors in our explanations rather than the fact that the person is male.  In 
principle, if we can measure the real causative factors (e.g., the ability to exercise 
                                                        
33 Moffitt, T. E., et al., Sex Differences in Antisocial Behaviour (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2001); P. C. Giordano and S. A. Cernkovich, “Gender and Antisocial Behaviour,” in D. M. 
Stoff, J. Breiling and J. D. Maser (eds.) Handbook of Antisocial Behaviour (New York: Wiley, 
1997); N. Lanctôt and M. LeBlanc, “Explaining Deviance by Adolescent Females,” in M. Tonry (ed.), 
Crime and Justice 29 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2002); Immigrant Background Is 
Often a More Complex Definable Concept Than the Biological Gender of Respondents. Ethnic 
Differences Are Often Defined as Racial Differences in U.S. Studies, While This Is Usually Not the 
Case in Europe. European Studies Often Differentiate between First, Second and Third Generation 
Immigrant Background. However, Regardless of the Definition Used, Immigrant Background Is a 
Rather Stable Bivariate Correlate of Delinquency in General, While Its Strength Largely Depends on 
the Data Used for Analysis Vazsonyi & Killias, 2001). See J.H. Laub and R.J. Sampson, “Turning 
Points in the Life Course: Why Change Matters to the Study of Crime,” Criminology 31:3 (1993): 
301-25; P. L. Martens, “Immigrants, Crime, and Criminal Justice in Sweden," in M. Tonry (ed.), 
Ethnicity, Crime, and Immigration. Comparative and Cross-National Perspectives. Crime and 
Justice. A Review of Research (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1997); L. Torgersen, “Patterns of 
Self-Reported Delinquency in Children with One Immigrant Parent, Two Immigrant Parents and 
Norwegian-Born Parents,” Journal of Scandinavian Studies in Criminology and Crime Prevention 
2 (2001): 213-27; A. T. Vazsonyi and M. Killias, “Immigration and Crime among Youth in 
Switzerland,” Criminal Justice and Behaviour 28 (2001): 329-66. 
34 The Initial Request for Participation Was Sent to the School Principals in the Second Part of 
August 2012 Both by Email and by Regular Mail Post. In Mid-September, a Second Request Was 
Sent. Schools That Did Not Reply after the Second Request Were Contacted by Telephone. Only 
Three Schools in Antwerp Were Prepared to Participate through a Paper-and-Pencil Questionnaire. 
In Most Cases Schools Were Only Willing to Participate If the Survey Was Put Online on the 
Educational Platform of the School. Therefore We Were Forced to Apply the Web Survey Design 
Also to the Sampling of Adolescents Who Were Still in Secondary Education at the Moment of Data 
Collection. Some Schools Allowed the Researchers to Hand out Flyers and Posters in Schools and to 
Introduce the Survey in Classes. This Method Convinced Six Additional Schools in Antwerp, 
Making a Total of Nine, and Six Schools in Liege. Often, There Were No Refusals for Substantive 
Reasons. The Practical and Organizational Constraints Nevertheless Constituted a Barrier to 
Participation. Schools Wishing to Review a Draft of the Questionnaire Had Access to the Document. 
These efforts resulted in around 200 students that filled out the paper and pencil study. Other 
schools prefered the websurvey. 
35 Wikström and Butterworth, Adolescent Crime: Individual Differences and Lifestyles. 
36 P.H. Wikström, “In Search of the Causes and Explanations of Crime"; P. H. Wikström, 
“Explaining Crime as Moral Actions." 
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self-control and the exposure to criminogenic moral settings) there is no need to 
include attributes (e.g., sex) that at best are ‘markers’ of the real causative factors 
among the predictors in empirical studies.   
 
This kind of reasoning has significant implications for how research should be 
conducted.  We should only include factors in our explanations of acts of political 
violence which we can make a good case for that they are sufficient causes or part 
of a causal interaction.  This is exactly the goal of the present study: to test the 
main and interactive effects of extremist propensity and exposure to violent 
extremist settings in four combined sub groups by gender and immigrant 
background.   
 
Data 
Data Gathering 
Data was collected (1) through a classic paper-and-pencil survey of pupils in the 
third cycle of secondary education in Antwerp and Liege (ages 16 to 18), and (2) 
through a web survey of young adults–both students and young adults who have 
left school (ages 16 to 24).  The paper-and-pencil survey was restricted to the 
cities of Liege and Antwerp for practical reasons: Liege and Antwerp are, except 
for Brussels, the two largest cities of Belgium (+100,000 inhabitants).  All schools 
in the third cycle of the secondary education in Antwerp and Liege were 
contacted and invited to participate in the study.  A total of thirty-four schools in 
Antwerp and thirty-two schools in Liege were contacted.37 
 
The web survey consisted of a self-administered questionnaire that is conducted 
online.  Access could be gained through a link to the survey’s web page on 
Facebook.38  This survey mode requires almost no organization, does not cause 
disruption of working time and leaves the decision to participate entirely to the 
students.  As the web survey was meant to reach both students and non-studying 
young adults, posters were placed visibly in different strategic places that attract 
a high number of the target population, such as popular pubs and bars.  
Additionally, flyers were distributed in buildings of virtually all faculties of the 
university and university colleges in Antwerp, Ghent, Louvain la Neuve, and 
Liège and pamphlets were distributed among the students.  The central faculties 
and administrational services for students of all universities and university 
colleges of Flanders, Liege, and Louvain la Neuve were sent an email invitation 
with a request to circulate the web link to the questionnaire’s Facebook page.  
This method proved to be most effective.  Many additional organizations, 
associations, and local youth clubs were contacted with a request to distribute the 
survey to their members, to reach youth who are no longer in school.  This last 
tactic was particularly effective in Wallonia, where thirty-two youth associations 
were contacted for this purpose. 
 
                                                        
37 Facebook.com/Radimedonline for the Flemish Survey and Facebook.com/Radimeducl for the 
French Survey. 
38 Sonia Lucia, Leslie Herrmann and Martin Killias, “How Important Are Interview Methods and 
Questionnaire Designs in Research on Self-Reported Juvenile Delinquency? An Experimental 
Comparison of Internet Vs Paper-and-Pencil Questionnaires and Different Definitions of the 
Reference Period,” Journal of Experimental Criminology 3:1 (2007): 39-64. 
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Although the possibility of distributing the questionnaire via online platforms or 
mailing lists has significantly contributed to the survey response, one must still 
have some reservations with regard to the response.  While web surveys seem to 
be increasingly popular in social science research, there are some questions left 
with regard to the systematic bias that might result from exclusively using the 
World Wide Web as a sample frame.  We acknowledge that the researcher cannot 
completely monitor the processes of response selection and we must admit that 
we cannot verify the conditions under which the questionnaire is completed (the 
presence of others, anonymity, etc.).  In addition, the initiative to participate in 
the survey is entirely left to the respondent.  The impossibility of monitoring, 
response selection, self-selection, and under-coverage (internet availability) are 
important drawbacks.  It should however be mentioned that these issues 
(preparedness to answer survey questions, willingness to report) are central to 
the more traditional survey modes as well.  It is probably fair to state that the web 
survey may contribute more to explanatory research (studies of the causes and 
correlates) than to prevalence studies (studies that try to gain insight into the 
prevalence of attitudes and behavior).  Still, web surveys are increasingly 
accepted as a valid and reliable tool of measuring self-reported delinquency with 
their data quality measuring up that of paper and pencil surveys.39 
 
The fact that the questionnaire web page was visible on Facebook meant that a 
high number of respondents could be reached in a very short time.  The web 
survey was online between September 2012 and December 2012 and the response 
was huge, with 3,653 respondents in Flanders and 2,367 respondents in 
Wallonia, making a total of 6,020 respondents. 
 
Measurement: Independent and Dividing Variables 
Extremist propensity is a combined index of three separate morality and self-
control scales.  The morality scale used (alpha: 0.92) was measured combining 
three scales measuring support for religious, left-wing, and right-wing 
extremism.  These items were originally used in a Dutch survey of attitudes 
towards extremism conducted by Van den Bos, Loseman, and Doosje.40  Two 
dimensions of Hirschi and Gottfredson’s conceptualization of self-control were 
used: impulsivity (alpha:0.63) and thrill seeking (alpha: 0.73).41  The items for 
the two scales were taken from the attitudinal self-control scale used by 
Grasmick.42  This kind of construct is tapping whether an individual has the 
                                                        
39 Sean Esteban McCabe et al., “Mode Effects for Collecting Alcohol and Tobacco Data among 3rd 
and 4th Grade Students: A Randomized Pilot Study of Web-Form Versus Paper-Form Surveys,” 
Addictive Behaviours 30:4 (2005): 663-71; Yi-Ching Wang et al., “Survey of Substance Use among 
High School Students in Taipei: Web-Based Questionnaire Versus Paper-and-Pencil 
Questionnaire,” Journal of Adolescent Health 37:4 (2005): 289-95; Elizabeth T Miller et al., “Test-
Retest Reliability of Alcohol Measures: Is There a Difference between Internet-Based Assessment 
and Traditional Methods?” Psychology of Addictive Behaviours 16:1 (2002): 56; Van den Bos, K., 
A. Loseman and B. Doosje, Waarom Jongeren Radicaliseren En Sympathie Krijgen Voor 
Terrorisme: Onrechtvaardigheid, Onzekerheid En Bedreigde Groepen (Den Haag: 
Wetenschappelijk Onderzoek- en Documentatie Centrum, 2009). 
40 M. R.Gottfredson and T. Hirschi, A General Theory of Crime (Stanford: Standford University 
Press, 1990). 
41 Harold G. Grasmick et al., “Testing the Core Empirical Implications of Gottfredson and Hirschi's 
General Theory of Crime,” Journal of Research in Crime and Delinquency 30:1 (1993): 5-29. 
42 C. Gavray, B. Fournier and M. Born, “Nonconventional/Illigal Political Participation of Male and 
Female Youths,” Human Affairs 22:3 (2012): 405-18. 
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capability to resist temptation and provocation.  In the analyses high values 
correspond with high levels of extremist propensity.   
 
Exposure to extremist moral settings is measured by a combined index of active 
exposure to extremist content entailing online extremist communication (alpha: 
0.69) and actively searching for extremist contact (coded 1 if the respondent 
deliberately seeks contact with violent extremists and coded 0 if this was not the 
case).  Active exposure refers to actively and deliberately seeking out certain 
violent extremist information and communication.  Passive exposure on the other 
hand refers to accidental encounters with violent extremist content while doing 
other things online.  This study only takes active forms of exposure to violent 
extremism into account since active forms of communication have a stronger 
impact on violent extremism than passives forms of exposure.43 
 
Further, gender and immigrant background were used to divide the sample.  
Gender is coded as 0 for females and 1 for males.  Immigrant background is 
coded 0 when both parents have a fully native Belgian background and 1 if at 
least one of the parents was born abroad.   
 
Measurement: Dependent Variables 
Overall political violence (alpha: 0.89) was measured by combining items that 
asked respondents if they have ever committed acts of political violence towards 
property and items that asked respondents if they have ever committed acts of 
political violence towards persons.  The first set of items was derived from a 
Belgian study of nonconventional/illegal political participation by youth.44  The 
second set of items was derived from a youth survey conducted by the Swedish 
Council for Crime Prevention.45 
 
Strategy of Analysis  
The analyses were carried out using block wise Ordinary Least Squares (OLS) 
regression models.  One key problem in criminological inquiries is the fact that 
the study of causes of offending and the study of their interactions almost 
exclusively relies on field studies (i.e.  studies that make use of non-experimental 
designs).  What is often ignored is the fact that the establishment of interaction 
effects is far more problematic in non-experimental studies than in studies that 
use an experimental design.  McClelland and Judd reported these problems and 
found that very large data sets are needed to reliably find a substantial interaction 
effect similar to an interaction effect found in an experimental study.46  
Therefore, McClelland and Judd concluded that scholars that find interaction 
effects in simple OLS-regression models with a sample size up to 800 
respondents may be satisfied to find an interaction effect that exceeds 0.12.47  
                                                        
43 Gallupe and Baron, "Morality, Self-Control, Deterrence, and Drug Use: Street Youths and 
Situational Action Theory." 
44 radet, Brottsförebyggande and Säkerhetspolisen, Valdsam Politisk Extremism: Antidemokratiska 
Grupperingar Pa Yttersta Höger- Och Vänsterkanten (Stockholm: Säkerhetspolisen, 2009. 
45 Wikström, et al., Breaking Rules: The Social and Situational Dynamics of Young People's Urban 
Crime; G.H. McClelland and C.M. Judd, “Statistical Difficulties of Detecting Interactions and 
Moderator Effects,” Psychological Bulletin 114 (1993): 376-90. 
46 C. Hay et al., “The Impact of Community Disadvantage on the Relationship between the Family 
and Juvenile Crime,” Journal of Research in Crime and Delinquency 43 (2006): 326-56. 
47 Ibid. 
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Nowadays a lively discussion is going on about the use of OLS-regression models 
as a statistical tool to predict crime from theoretically derived variables.  The 
main reason is that crime is a highly skewed dependent variable in many 
quantitative studies.  The discussion is by and large fed by statistical arguments 
that refer to the violation of assumption in OLS-regression and not by theoretical 
arguments.48  As a consequence, scholars increasingly use logistic and probit 
models, negative binomial models and even Tobit regression models to explain 
individual differences in offending.  Although we do acknowledge the importance 
of choosing a technique of analysis that suits the data best, we should be cautious 
towards a blind faith in more advanced and exotic statistical models, precisely 
because we often rely on samples that may not capture all the variance in the 
dependent variable and because reality is often so skewed that no perfect 
technique of analysis may be found to address the study of crime involvement.49  
Often scholars use highly sophisticated techniques, while ignoring the elementary 
or more fundamental problems in their data.  A major problem in non-linear 
models that do not pose restriction on the distribution of the dependent and 
independent variables is the difficulty of detecting interaction effects.50  Standard 
tests for compliance with regression assumptions where conducted, and no major 
violations were found.  Since the dependent variable proofed to be slightly 
skewed the analysis was repeated using negative binomial models resulting in 
similar patterns. 
 
Results of Multiple Regression Analyses 
In the first model that was run, both individual violent extremist propensity and 
exposure to violent extremist moral settings were used as independent variables.  
                                                        
48 D. W. Osgood, L. L. Finken and B. J. McMorris, “Analyzing Multiple-Item Measures of Crime and 
Deviance Ii: Tobit Regression Analysis of Transformed Scores,” Journal of Quantitative 
Criminology 18 (2002): 319-47; Taking into Account the Remark Made Earlier That It Is Rather 
Difficult to Find Interaction Effects in OLS Models, It Is Surprising How Little Attention Is Paid to 
the Fact That It Is Even More Difficult or Even Becomes Virtually Impossible to Detect Significant 
Interaction Effects in Non-Linear Models. A Lot Is Depending on Sample Size When Testing 
Interaction Effects. Yet Another Issue Is the Fact That Sometimes Transformations of All Kinds 
(Especially Log and Square Root Transformations Exclusively on the Dependent Variable, 
Offending Because of Observed Skewness) and These Transformations Seriously Reduce the 
Variance in the Dependent Variable. The More the Variance in the Dependent Variable Is Reduced 
(Either by Transformation or Partially Ignoring Cases That Fall Below a Cut-Off Point), the Less 
Pronounced Interaction Effects Are and This Has Major Consequences for Theory-Testing. One Can 
Question Whether a Person Who Reports 50 Offences Can Be Regarded Equally as One That 
Reports 4 Offences. It Is Especially Important to Notice That Square Root Transformations Take 
Away a Lot of the Variance in the Original Data and That Is of Major Importance When Testing 
Effects of Social Processes Variables and Their Interaction on Behavioural Outcomes. We Argue 
That One Should Be More Careful before Moving Beyond Ols-Regression Analysis, Especially When 
Studying Interaction Effects or at Least Recognize That the Study of Interaction Effects Seriously 
Suffers from This Problem. 
49 Standardized Coefficients or Beta Coefficients Are the Estimates Resulting from an Analysis 
Carried out on Independent Variables That Have Been Standerdized So That Their Variances Are 1. 
Therefore, Standardized Coefficients Refer to to How Many Standard Deviations a Dependent 
Variable (Political Violence) Will Change Per Standard Deviation Increase in the Predictor Variable. 
Standardization of the Coefficients Is Also Done to Answer the Question, Which of the Independent 
Variables Has the Greatest Effect. 
50 Jaccard, J., R. Turrisi and C. K. Wan, Interaction effects in multiple regression (Newbury Park, 
CA: Sage: 1990); E. C. Norton, H. Wang and A. Chunrong, “Computing interaction effects and 
standard errors in logit and probit models,” The Stata Journal 4 (2004): 103-116; Hedström and 
Swedberg, Social mechanisms: An analytical approach to social theory. 
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In the second model the interaction term of individual propensity and exposure 
was included in the model.  As all models showed an improvement of the model 
fit, we only present the final model including the interaction term.   
 
Table 1: OLS-Regression of Immigrant and non-Immigrant Males and 
Females 
 Immigrant 
males 
Belgian  
males 
Immigrant 
females 
Belgian 
 females 
B/beta 
(SE) 
B/beta 
(SE) 
B/beta 
(SE) 
B/beta 
(SE) 
Exposure to violent 
extremist moral 
settings 
.877 / .237*** 
(.237) 
-.439 /.149 *** 
(.099) 
.086 / .055 NS 
(.067) 
113 / .071** 
(.038) 
Propensity to 
violent extremism 
.407 / .069 
(.303) 
.573 / .143*** 
(.105) 
.283 / .128*** 
(.082) 
.172 / .116*** 
(.032) 
Interaction term .641 / .304*** 
(.138) 
.593 / .282*** 
(.070) 
.139 / .120** 
(.050) 
.155 / .126*** 
(.029) 
R²*100 26.3 18.6 5.1 4.3 
N 305 1200 739 1270 
*: p<0,05, **: p<0,01, ***: p<0,001, NS: not significant 
 
Table 1 presents the results for immigrant and non-immigrant males and 
females.  From this table we can read both the unstandardized coefficients (B), 
the standardized coefficients (Beta), and the standard error (SE).  Since we want 
to compare the effects of variables measured in different units of measurement, 
we will look at the standardized coefficients (Beta) of the main effects and 
interaction terms.51  Independent main effects of exposure are found in 
immigrant males, Belgian males, and Belgian females.  Independent main effects 
of propensity are observed in Belgian males, immigrant females and Belgian 
females.  However, the absence of a main effect does not mean that there is no 
effect.  The main effects should be interpreted together with the interaction 
effects, which are significant and substantial in all groups.  In other words, the 
effect of exposure to violent extremist moral settings is stronger for individuals 
with a high level of violent extremist propensity.  The table also shows us the 
explained variance in the dependent variable explained by the variables 
introduced into the equations (R²*100).  All of the models are significant.  It is 
noticeable that the models score much better in explaining the variance in the 
dependent variable for the males then for the females.  For immigrant and 
Belgian males, 263 percent and 18.6 percent is explained, while for the 
immigrant and Belgian females only 5.1 percent and 4.3 percent is explained.   
 
Males and especially immigrant males seem to be most susceptible for exposure 
to extremist moral settings.  This can be derived from the magnitude of the 
interaction term that is strongest in immigrant males. 
 
These results can also be seen on the accompanying regression lines, as shown in 
Figures 3 and 4.  In these figures we can clearly see the independent effects of 
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both violent extremist propensity and exposure to violent extremist settings on 
political violence, as well as the interaction between both. 
 
Figure 2: Regression Lines for the Interaction Between Propensity 
and Exposure for Males 
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Figure 3: Regression Lines for the Interaction Between Propensity 
and Exposure for Females 
 
 
Generally speaking, it is interesting to observe that the person-environment 
interaction holds for immigrant and non-immigrant males and immigrant and 
non-immigrant females.  However, the effects of these factors are stronger and 
more present for males than for females.  This may (partially) be explained by 
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gendered socialization.52  Gendered social norms differentiate social controls and 
limit action alternatives for women.53  This can influence the options females 
perceive and the choices they make.  For example, political violence is more 
strongly socially disapproved of for females than for males and the social settings 
females have access to is more strictly controlled. 
 
Discussion and Conclusions 
The major object of this study was to test a key hypothesis of SAT, namely the 
person-environment interaction in the explanation of political violence.  To do so, 
we assessed the overall stability of the effect of the individual/environment 
interaction, in subgroups by gender and immigrant background.  More 
specifically it was addressed to what extent exposure to violent extremist moral 
settings had a different impact on adolescents depending on the individual’s 
propensity in explaining individual differences in adolescent violent extremism.  
This study brings empirical evidence for the existence of a statistical interaction 
indicating that the effect of exposure to violent extremist settings is dependent on 
the effect of individual violent extremist propensity.  Adolescents that rank high 
on individual violent extremist propensity are by and large far more susceptible 
to exposure to violent extremist moral settings than their counterparts with low 
individual violent extremist propensity, who by consequence are more resistant 
to exposure to violent extremist settings.  Moreover, this interaction effect was 
reproduced in all sub groups by immigrant background and gender.54  This 
indicates that similar causal mechanisms are at work when explaining violent 
extremism of males, females, and both native and immigrant groups. 
 
It should however be noted that the effect of exposure was much smaller for 
females and especially immigrant females as compared to males, even in case of a 
high propensity towards violent extremism.  This indicates that females are less 
susceptible for exposure to violent extremist settings, at least through new social 
media, while the effects of propensity are similar across the subgroups.  
Gendered socialization could account for females having less access to 
unsupervised violent extremist settings and/or for females to be more orientated 
towards other kinds of settings.  On the contrary, immigrant males seem to be 
more susceptible to external violent extremist influences, compared to females 
and even Belgian males.  This may indicate that immigrant males do not only 
differ from females regarding socialization but also from other, Belgian males.  
Further, it is also possible that immigrant males differ in or are more exposed to 
the underlying causes (causes of the causes) of violent extremism, compared to 
members of the other groups.  Further research into the explanation of violent 
extremism, especially this of (immigrant) females and immigrant males, should 
take this into account.   
 
The fact that this study shows very similar findings in these sub groups suggests 
the relative strength of a major assumption derived from the situational action 
theory.  As the situational action theory states to be a general theory of moral rule 
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breaking, one should expect; 1) research findings to be identical across groups, 
and 2) the theory to apply to other forms of moral rule breaking then crime.  Our 
results deliver on both expectations.  This finding suggests the potential of the 
SAT framework as a general theory of offending and of violent extremism in 
particular.  Considering the amount of measurement error that exists in survey 
research, one can be surprised to find identical results.  The theory assumes on 
theoretical grounds that the mechanisms that link characteristics of individuals 
and settings to offending are the perception of action alternatives and processes 
of choice.  A next challenge for robust empirical test of the theory will be to 
empirically establish the hypothesized relation between situational inducement 
and the processes of seeing crime as alternative. 
 
The present study has, however, some limitations that need to be taken into 
account when interpreting the results.  First of all, the study is cross-sectional 
and therefore causes and effects are measured at one point in time.  The major 
advantage of our study is that is has a very high number of respondents, with 
almost equally numbers of respondents in all sub groups by gender and 
immigrant.  While these differences exist, the pattern that arises from both 
studies, namely the interaction between propensity and exposure holds in both 
settings regardless of gender and immigrant background.  While the interaction 
effect between propensity and exposure has been demonstrated before the 
stability of the interaction effect has never been demonstrated so detailed.55 
 
This study has some implications for both theory and research.  The need and 
importance of taking into account statistical interaction in both theory and 
research is hereby once again confirmed.  As individuals are to a very large extent 
different on key social mechanisms, and are in their daily routines confronted 
with very different settings, it is normal to expect interaction, and to be 
suspicious to theories that simplify this reality.  We argue that testing for 
interaction effects in social sciences is of great importance, and adds a strong 
nuance to the way reality has been modelled in statistical analysis.  This study 
stresses that covariates of offending, such as immigrant background and gender 
should not be mistaken for causes of offending and that causal mechanisms that 
affect the frequency of offending are operating similarly across country borders, 
for males and females, for immigrant and non-immigrant youth. 
 
Future studies should try to improve sound integrative theories that study all 
mechanisms that are involved in the explanation of political violence/violent 
extremism, but also the processes that lead to the development of propensity to 
extremism and exposure to extremist moral settings.  In other words, it is of 
major importance for policy to disentangle the causes of the causes of political 
violence in sub groups as a critical test of propositions derived from truly 
interdisciplinary integrative theories that incorporate elements of cognitive 
neurosciences, cognitive psychology (beliefs), sociology and geography (exposure 
to settings).  Some disciplines will be more useful to explain some of the causes of 
the causes of violent extremism, while other will be more useful in explaining 
direct and situational causes of violent extremism.  Such studies should be 
conducted from a cross-national perspective in different cultural and structural 
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settings to gain insight in the generalizability of propositions derived from 
theories. 
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